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Suffer  women  once  to  arrive  at  equality  with  you,  and  they  will  at  that 
moment  become  your  superiors. 

Cato,  Roman  Statesman,  195  B.C. 

The  second  wave  of  the  women's  liberation  movement  was  bom  a  brief 
twenty- two  years  ago.  A  large  segment  of  this  movement  was  gener¬ 
ated  by  left-wing  women  who  painfully  discovered  that  their  male 
comrades  dismissed  their  struggle  as  trivial  compared  to  the  "larger 
issues"  of  classism,  racism,  capitalism,  and  imperialism.  The  male 
mentality  could  not,  or  would  not,  grasp  the  premise  that  women,  as 
a  sex,  suffered  from  discrimination,  rape,  and  battering,  whether  lo¬ 
cated  in  the  gilded,  cages  of  suburbia  or  the  slums  of  the  inner  city. 
After  many  bitter  confrontations,  these  women  came  to  understand  that 
men,  whether  Marxists  or  reactionary  warmongers,  were  equally  reluc¬ 
tant  to  forego  their  male  prerogatives.  So  they  struck  out  for  them¬ 
selves,  and  created  the  radical  arm  of  the  women's  liberation  move¬ 
ment. 

When  the  sit-ins,  street  theater,  antiwar  demonstrations,  and  stu¬ 
dent  rebellions  dissipated  in  a  conservative  climate  no  longer  condu¬ 
cive  to  their  protests,  the  revolutionaries  of  the  1960s  and  early  1970s 
exchanged  Karl  Marx,  Mao,  and  Che  Guevera  for  the  teachings  of  East¬ 
ern  gurus,  Werner  Ehrhart  (EST  founder),  the  American  Civil  Liberties 
Union,  and  the  Human  Potential  Movement.  They  moved  from  collec¬ 
tive  freedom  to  freedom  of  the  spirit,  from  group  action  to  self¬ 
assertiveness,  from  the  rights  of  the  oppressed  to  the  individual  right 
of  Nazis  and  pomographers,  and  from  radical  change  to  superficial  re¬ 
form.  The  radicals  of  the  1960s  became  the  liberals  of  the  1970s  and 
1980s  and  in  the  process  undermined  the  work  of  the  women's  move¬ 
ment. 

For  a  while  "women's  liberation"  was  a  household  word  and  it  was 
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no  longer  fashionable  to  belittle  its  impact.  The  simultaneous  emer¬ 
gence  of  the  "sexual  revolution/'  however,  became  a  convenient,  though 
erroneous,  synonym  for  "feminist  revolution."  It  offered  some  free 
thinkers  the  comfortable  illusion  of  tolerating  feminism  without  depriv¬ 
ing  men  of  their  legacy  of  sexual  privilege.  They  could  support  issues 
favoring  birth  control  and  abortion;  these  issues  eased  sexual  access  to 
women  without  the  responsibility  for  unwanted  pregnancy.  They  could, 
with  good  conscience,  enjoy  Playboy  and  Penthouse  as  women-loving 
feminist  publications  and  still  retain  the  identification  of  women  as  sex¬ 
ually  available  playthings.  Others,  who  wanted  in  on  the  then-exciting 
attention-getting  women's  movement,  adapted  the  principles  of  femi¬ 
nism  to  a  masculine  cause.  The  "feminine  mystique"  was  replicated  by 
the  "masculine  mystique";  women  as  "sex  objects"  were  matched  by 
men  as  "achiever  objects,"  and  the  stifling  sex  roles  which  socialized 
women  to  be  passive  and  dependent  were  equated  with  stifling  sex 
roles  which  conditioned  men  to  be  brave,  strong,  domineering,  and 
independent.  Just  as  women  sought  to  free  themselves  from  the  con¬ 
straints  of  sex  roles,  so  men  wanted  to  break  the  bonds  of  machismo 
(Joseph  Pleck  and  Jack  Sawyer,  1974).  From  the  rib  of  the  women's 
liberation  movement,  the  men's  liberation  movement  was  born. 

Men's  meetings  and  consciousness-raising  groups  were  organized. 
Books  and  articles  appeared  announcing  that  men's  emotional  lives  were 
stunted.  Being  a  master  was  a  burden.  Men  no  longer  wanted  the  strain 
of  competition  or  of  living  up  to  a  masculine  image  of  strength,  suc¬ 
cess,  and  sexual  performance.  Warren  Farrell,  prime  organizer  and 
founder  of  this  movement,  said  in  his  book  The  Liberated  Man:  "This  is 
the  only  revolution  (women's)  in  which  the  alleged  oppressed  is  in 
love  with  and  sharing  children  with  the  oppressor.  .  .  .  Therefore  this 
makes  it  possible  for  the  growth  of  one  person  to  benefit  from  the 
growth  of  the  other"  (Warren  Farrell,  1975:  p.  5).  This  struck  a  chord 
in  many  women.  He  offered  the  possibility  that  these  newly  sensitive 
men  understood  the  plight  of  women  and  wanted  to  change  and  grow 
by  embracing  and  integrating  the  precepts  of  feminism. 

On  the  surface,  the  pleas  of  the  men's  liberationists  were  very  ap¬ 
pealing;  but  closer  examination  and  personal  experience  revealed  a  self- 
serving  program  and  a  disarming  strategy  to  defuse  the  threat  to  male 
hegemony  posed  by  our  movement.  Male  liberationists  overlooked  the 
fact  that,  no  matter  how  much  women  tried,  their  association  with 
"feminist"  men  was  opportunistically  exploited  in  the  work  place,  the 
home,  the  family,  and  in  bed.  This  oversight  was  the  logical  conse¬ 
quence  of  misinterpreting  female  emancipation  as  a  boon  to  men.  The 
financially  independent  woman,  Farrell  claimed,  will  share  the  bread- 


The  Many  Faces  of  Backlash 


167 


winning  burden,  will  no  longer  use  men  as  “security  objects/'  and  will 
give  men  more  time  to  spend  with  the  children.  The  woman  in  control 
of  her  life  will  not  feel  the  need  to  control  her  husband  and,  in  case  of 
divorce,  will  relieve  him  of  alimony  and  child  support.  And,  most  im¬ 
portant,  since  men  traditionally  make  “the  pass"  and  expose  their  "fragile 
egos"  to  the  "emotional  hurt"  of  refusal,  the  sexually  free  women  will 
do  the  asking  and  men  will  have  the  opportunity  to  do  the  rejecting. 
But,  Farrell  warned,  "Men  cannot  be  expected  to  participate  in  these 
changes  unless  women's  liberation  is  redefined  as  a  two-sex  movement 
which  provides  enough  benefits  for  men  to  make  the  change  worth¬ 
while"  (Warren  Farrell,  1975:  p.  161). 

What  changes  is  Farrell  talking  about?  Farrell  and  his  followers  man¬ 
aged  not  to  notice  that  working  women  have  always  shared  the  bread¬ 
winning  burden  and,  in  today's  standard  two-income  home,  they  do 
so  more  than  ever.  They  ignored  the  fact  that  men  have  always  availed 
themselves  of  women's  income  and  labor  as  much  for  their  own  secu¬ 
rity  as  the  reverse;  that  men  have  always  had  the  greater  need  to  ex¬ 
ercise  control  over  either  financially  dependent  or  independent  women; 
that  they  rarely  use  leisure  time  with  children,  rarely  meet  alimony  and 
child-support  obligations  and  that  men,  traditionally  in  the  driver's  seat, 
more  often  than  not  humiliate  and  reject  women  sexually  and  other¬ 
wise.  Farrell's  platform  for  a  two-sex  movement  was  carried  a  step  fur¬ 
ther  by  the  Berkeley  Men's  Center  Manifesto.  It  proposed  that  "human 
liberation"  is  the  only  ultimate  goal  because  "all  liberation  movements 
are  equally  important;  there  is  no  hierarchy  in  oppression"  (Joseph  Pleck 
&  Jack  Sawyer,  1974:  p.  174).  Clearly,  these  men  had  not  the  slightest 
understanding  of  what  the  women's  movement  was  all  about.  Had  they 
bothered  to  learn,  they  might  know  that  movement  women  never  sought 
to  entice  men  with  rewards  nor  make  compromises  in  exchange  for 
their  support.  Had  they  bothered  to  investigate  sexist  history,  they  might 
know  that,  vis-a-vis  men  and  women,  there  has  always  existed  a  hier¬ 
archy  of  oppression,  that  even  the  most  subjugated  and  enslaved  men 
have  always  kept  women  in  a  state  of  subordination. 

The  concept  of  male  liberation  has  no  basis  in  history  because  men, 
as  a  sex,  were  never  oppressed  within  age-old  established  patriarchal 
ideology,  which  still  controls  our  social  structure  and  its  institutions. 
Consequently,  male  liberationists  invented  their  own  agenda,  which 
would  allow  them  to  continue  to  enjoy  their  existing  advantages  at  the 
expense  of  women's  existing  disadvantages.  And  their  goals  for  human 
liberation — more  cooptation  than  a  mutually  beneficial  alliance — could 
only  dull  the  sharp  edges  of  sexist  politics  to  nonthreatening  ineffec¬ 
tiveness.  Their  platform  merely  reinforced  the  entrenched  sexist  status 
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quo.  And  when  women  would  not  buy  their  proposals,  would  not  ac¬ 
cept  them  as  our  benefactors  nor  allow  them  to  piggy-back  off  our 
movement,  male  liberationists  did  not  retreat  graciously;  they  became 
angrier  and  nastier. 


BACKLASH:  REVERSE  SEXISM 

In  his  zeal  for  male/female  unity,  Warren  Farrell  became  an  active 
member  of  the  National  Organization  for  Women  and  was  three  times 
on  the  board  of  NOW-NYC.  But  the  seeds  of  his  resentment  and  forth¬ 
coming  backlash  had  already  been  planted.  As  he  meandered  through 
the  women's  movement  he  found  that 

consciousness  raising  takes  women  out  of  the  security  of  subservience 
before  it  offers  the  security  of  the  self.  It  creates  a  vacuum  of  insecurity. 

It  is  during  this  period  of  insecurity  that  I  have  felt  that  some  women  do 
try  to  downgrade  men  even  beyond  the  point  where  it  appears  justified 
.  .  .  and  by  doing  so  they  are  building  themselves  up.  (Warren  Farrell, 
1975:  p.  223) 

It  should  come  as  no  surprise  that  when  Farrell's  efforts  failed,  when 
women  were  not  impressed  by  the  feeble  attempts  by  "sensitive"  men 
at  emotional  expression  or  communication,  or  when  they  did  not  burst 
into  grateful  applause  each  time  daddy  made  a  bed  or  changed  a  dia¬ 
per,  Farrell  concluded  that  movement  women  "downgrade"  men  and 
are  motivated  by  superiority  rather  than  equality. 

I  have  not  read  Farrell's  last  book.  Why  Men  Are  The  Way  They  Are , 
but  his  recent  article  "Gender:  A  Noted  Author  Warns  of  Reverse  Sex¬ 
ism"  sufficiently  summarizes  his  position.  "Why  is  it,"  he  asks,  "that 
the  more  independent-oriented  the  women's  magazine,  the  greater  the 
attack  on  men?"  With  the  film  Fatal  Attraction ,  he  finds 

millions  of  women  identifying  with  Glen  Close's  attempt  to  murder  the 
man  who  would  not  leave  his  family  for  her  once  she  had  sex  with  him: 
the  same  "Death  Wish"  that  makes  millions  of  movie  goers  cheer  as  Charles 
Bronson  killed  his  muggers.  .  .  .  The  "new  sexism"  is  the  new  death 
wish.  (Warren  Farrell,  1987) 

Farrell  reiterates  his  concern  for  "emotionally  hurt"  men  and  adds  that 
sexual  rejection  compels  them  "to  turn  women  into  sex-objects,"  hence 
to  pornography,  which  "offers  men  access  to  women  without  rejec¬ 
tion."  Fie  also  joined  the  countless  attacks  on  Shere  Hite's  Women  and 
Love ,  a  book  which  identifies  women's  general  dissatisfaction  with  the 
men  in  their  lives,  because  it  presents  "no  category  for  female  abuse  of 
men."  In  short,  it  is  unyielding  women  who  harbor  a  death  wish  toward 
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men,  force  them  to  turn  to  pornography,  downgrade  them  in  their 
publications,  and  refuse  to  recognize  that  women  abuse  men,  who  are 
guilty  of  reverse  sexism. 

Farrell's  discovery  of  the  "new  sexism"  falls  neatly  in  step  with 
broader  antiwomen  attacks  by  the  mushrooming  "men's  rights"  groups. 
Sidney  Siller,  organizer  of  the  National  Organization  for  Men,  pub¬ 
lishes  his  brand  of  reverse  sexism  each  month  in  his  Penthouse  "Men's 
Rights"  column.  He  finds  discrimination  against  men  in  matrimonial 
and  child  custody  disputes.  He  insists  that  men  are  victims  of  false 
accusations  by  disgruntled,  angry  women  in  cases  of  sexual  harass¬ 
ment,  rape,  and  child  molestation,  and  that  women's  struggle  for  pay 
equity  and  their  programs  for  affirmative  action  deprive  men  of  em¬ 
ployment  and  their  livelihoods.  Reverse  sexism  has  come  to  mean  that 
not  only  individual  women,  but  also  our  institutions,  our  justice  sys¬ 
tem,  and  our  limited  hard- won  legislation  to  protect  women's  civil  rights, 
discriminate  against  and  oppress  men.  The  Farrells  and  the  Sillers  are 
now  frequently  exhibited  in  the  print  and  electronic  media  and  their 
misogynist  reverse  sexism  is  presented  as  a  legitimate,  bona  fide  pro¬ 
test.1 


BACKLASH:  GENDER-NEUTRAL 

About  two  years  ago  I  was  notified  of  the  formation  of  a  committee 
of  male  rape  survivors.  Its  purpose  was  to  raise  public  awareness  of 
the  problems  of  the  rape  of  males  which,  the  notice  said,  is  far  more 
common  than  people  realize,  citing  statistics  which  indicated  that  a 
quarter  or  more  of  all  rape  victims  in  New  York  City  are  males.  The 
committee  hoped  it  would  not  be  dominated  by  one  gender.  This  ap¬ 
peared  to  be  an  invitation  for  women  to  join  because  the  problem  of 
rape  is  a  concern  for  both  men  and  women.  The  stated  goal  of  the 
committee  is  to  work  for  "gender-neutral"  assault  statutes. 

Was  this  group  simply  looking  for  equal  protection  under  the  law  or 
was  it  telling  us  that  male  rape  is  not  an  issue  of  sexism  because  women 
also  rape  men?  We  know  and  they  know,  of  course,  that  it  is  gay  and 
heterosexual  men,  not  women,  who  rape  men.  This  fact,  however,  does 
not  make  male  rape  gender-neutral.  Men  rape  other  men  because  they 
feminize  their  victims  within  heterosexual  patterns  of  dominance  and 


1 1  do  not  wish  to  include  Men  Against  Pornography  or  Northeast  Men's  Emerging  Net¬ 
work  (NEMEN)  in  the  Farrell  category.  These  groups,  and  perhaps  others,  support  and 
contribute  to  women's  efforts  and  try  to  solve  their  own  problems  without  looking  for 
benefits  or  compromises. 
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subordination.  When  men  treat  other  men  as  women,  humiliate  and 
shame  them  in  the  same  way,  then  male  rape  is  indeed  rooted  in  sex¬ 
ism.  If  gay  men  could  understand  this,  they  would  certainly  have  a 
commonality  with  feminists;  but  since  so  many  choose  the  heterosex¬ 
ual  formula  as  their  preference  for  sexual  expression,  their  problem  is 
hardly  gender-neutral.  Gender  neutrality  is  rooted  in  the  idea  that  both 
genders,  male  and  female,  are  equally  oppressed  and  that  any  attempt 
to  hold  men  and  male  institutions  accountable  for  transgressions  against 
women  is  no  longer  fashionable  nor  acceptable. 

This  concept  has  become  a  useful  tool  in  an  attempt  to  establish  that 
women  are  as  guilty  as  men  for  the  offenses  attributed  to  them.  Pro¬ 
fessionals  and  experts  tell  us  that  women  are  also  rapists  and  child 
molesters,  that  women  batter  and  sexually  harass  men  and  are  also  the 
producers  and  consumers  of  pornography.  And  just  as  men  sexually 
objectify  women,  so  women  have  their  male  strippers,  Plai/girl  (in  real¬ 
ity,  enjoyed  mostly  by  gay  men),  and  their  beefcakes  and  hunks.  And 
if  one  should  conclude  that  it  is  only  women  who  are  trapped  by  an 
obsession  with  youth,  well,  damn  it,  men  are  also  getting  face  lifts  and 
tummy  tucks,  using  anti-aging  formulas  and  cosmetics,  going  on  diets, 
and  becoming  anorexic. 

True,  some  small  percentage  of  women  sexually  abuse  children  and 
sexually  harass  men,  but  I  can  safely  assure  you  that  if  women  were 
the  rapists,  child  molesters,  and  sexual  harassers,  the  problem  of  sex¬ 
ual  assault  would  barely  exist.  If  women  were  the  only  producers  and 
consumers  of  pornography,  the  industry  would  go  bankrupt.  And  if 
men  were  the  only  sex  supporting  cosmetic  surgeons  and  the  cosmetic 
industry  both  would  go  out  of  business.  As  for  the  occasional  new 
terminology  "'beefcake"  and  "hunk,"  the  definition  of  women  as  "cunt," 
"piece  of  ass,"  and  "whore"  has  existed  within  our  culture  from  Bibli¬ 
cal  times  to  this  very  day.  The  current  Webster's  Collegiate  Thesaurus 
still  defines  "man"  as  human,  husband,  lover,  and  master  whereas 
"woman"  is  wife,  ball-and-chain,  doxy,  mistress,  and  paramour.  The 
continued  treatment  of  women  as  inferior  sex-objects  is  not  gender- 
neutral. 


BACKLASH: 

THE  POSTFEMINIST  ERA 

The  myth  that  in  this  postfeminist  era  women  have  achieved  their 
desired  goals  has  gained  credibility  with  the  public.  Women,  we  are 
told,  now  compete  with  men  on  equal  terms  for  status,  power,  and 
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material  rewards,  and  the  previous  conditions  which  suppressed  their 
full  human  development  no  .longer  prevail.  I  will  not  bother  to  list  the 
prevailing  conditions  which  remain  as  obstacles  to  women's  equal  sta¬ 
tus  with  men  and  continue  to  suppress  women's  full  development.  We 
can,  however,  surmise  that  if  women  have  not  availed  themselves  of 
the  options  and  opportunities  now  open  to  them,  it's  their  own  fault. 
This  assumption  has  become  the  theme  of  pop  psychology,  talk  show 
experts,  the  human  potential  movement,  programs  for  individual  and 
group  therapy,  and  "how-to"  self-improvement  books  written  by  and 
for  women. 

These  widely  publicized  and  promoted  how-to  books  are  blockbus¬ 
ter  best  sellers.  Under  the  guise  of  advancing  female  autonomy,  they 
fall  into  the  "it's  your  fault"  category  and  succeed  in  convincing  us  of 
women's  insufficiency.  The  authors  identify  themselves  as  feminists 
and  sister  sufferers  who  discovered  that,  with  the  "marriage  crunch," 
the  essential  root  of  women's  discontent  is  their  inability  to  get  and 
hold  a  man.  While  it  is  true,  they  say,  that  our  male  chauvinist  culture 
has  produced  some  very  difficult  men,  an  emotionally  healthy  woman 
can  make  adjustments  within  the  parameters  of  the  established  male 
standard.  Any  attempt  to  relieve  her  distress  by  external  or  social  rem¬ 
edies  is  futile.  Her  only  answer  is  to  dig  out  and  discard  neurotic  self¬ 
destructive  tendencies. 

The  women  who  write  these  books  are  usually  therapists  who  shrink 
the  larger  problems  of  male  chauvinism  to  a  more  manageable  size  that 
can  fit  the  already  self-doubting  female  psyche.  In  my  neighborhood 
bookstore,  I  found  endless  volumes  telling  women  what  is  wrong  with 
them  and  how  to  overcome  the  emotional  disorders  that  prevent  them 
from  getting  and  keeping  a  mate.  During  this  past  decade  The  Cinderella 
Complex  gave  us  the  phobic  female  whose  fear  of  independence  puts 
men  off  because  she  is  too  needy  and  dependent.  Too  Smart  for  Her 
Own  Good  prefers  the  overly  independent  career  type  who,  afflicted 
with  delusions  of  superiority,  is  just  too  picky  and  fussy  to  find  a  suit¬ 
able  man,  while  Women  who  Love  Too  Much  offers  the  love-addicted  va¬ 
riety  who  masochistically  entangle  themselves  with  abusive  males.  These, 
plus  their  numerous  counterparts,  such  as  Men  who  Hate  Women  and  the 
Women  Who  Love  Them ,  How  to  Have  an  Affair  with  Your  Husband  (Before 
Someone  Else  Does),  How  to  Marry  the  Man  of  Your  Choice ,  Women  Men 
LovelWomen  Men  Leave ,  ignore  the  fact  that  the  essential  problem  facing 
women  today  is  not  the  lack  of  a  male  partner  but  the  persistent  and 
prevailing  social  system  which  relegates  the  uncoupled  female  to  pov¬ 
erty  and  stigmatizes  her  as  a  social  and  economic  liability.  Columnist 
Ellen  Goodman  appropriately  said: 
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I  worry  about  the  mental  "help"  professionals  who  take  every  public 
problem  and  wash  it  into  a  private  one.  I  worry,  too,  about  lay  people 
who  spin-dry  each  social  illness  until  it  looks  like  an  emotional  disease.  I 
worry  about  the  rest  of  us  who  wring  every  fear  into  a  phobia.  (Ellen 
Goodman,  1981:  p.  13) 

The  most  recent  within  this  genre  is  Dr.  Toni  Grant's  Being  a  Woman , 
subtitled  "Fulfilling  Your  Femininity  and  Finding  Love/'  Dr.  Grant,  a 
clinical  psychologist  and  adviser  on  her  nationally  syndicated  radio  talk 
show,  "The  Toni  Grant  Program,"  moves  the  source  of  the  problem 
from  the  female  psyche  directly  to  the  damaging  influence  of  the  wom¬ 
en's  movement — or,  as  she  puts  it,  "the  big  lies  of  women's  libera¬ 
tion."  What  are  these  big  lies?  They  are  the  notions  that  women  pro¬ 
fessionals  can  "have  it  all,"  that  "accomplishment  and  education"  are 
advantages,  and  there  is  merit  in  the  "grandiose"  idea  of  women's 
"unrealized  potential."  In  the  world  according  to  Grant,  these  myths 
have  produced  misguided  Amazons  who  delight  in  man  bashing  and 
dominating  men.  Women's  strength,  she  goes  on,  must  be  tempered 
with  qualities  attributed  to  the  mother,  madonna,  and  courtesan  arche¬ 
types.  Mother  is  for  caring  and  nurturing,  madonna  is  for  virtue  and 
morality,  and  courtesan  is  for  sexual  allure.  She  advises  that  "the  in¬ 
tegrated  women  must  assimilate  all  these  aspects  of  womanhood  into 
her  personality  to  experience  herself  as  a  full  woman"  (Toni  Grant, 
1988).  Men,  however,  who  are  just  fine  the  way  they  are,  are  exempt 
from  any  responsibility  in  their  relationships  with  women.  It  strikes  me 
that  any  woman  who  accepts  this  double  standard  and  attempts  to 
assimilate  these  impossibly  contradictory  aspects,  would  wind  up  a 
tragically  unbalanced,  splintered,  fractured,  schizophrenic  personality. 
The  previously  mentioned  how-to,  self-improvement  books  progressed 
from  keeping  women  "barefoot  and  pregnant"  to  keeping  them  "neu¬ 
rotic  and  miserable."  But  Toni  Grant's  Being  a  Woman  (1988)  is  the  most 
virulent,  in  its  attempt  to  return  us  to  the  dark  ages  of  submission  and 
acceptance  of  our  socially  imposed  inferiority. 


BACKLASH:  A  REACTION 
TO  STRENGTH  AND 
DETERMINATION 

Retaliation  from  right-wing  elements  against  the  women's  move¬ 
ment  is  neither  sudden  nor  surprising.  It  is  an  extension  of  the  tradi¬ 
tional  designation  of  women  as  inferiors;  it  is  the  result  of  the  contin¬ 
ued  assertion  that  subordination,  ordained  by  God  and  biology,  is 
women's  destiny.  It  is  straightforward,  unabashed  misogyny;  it  is  ob- 
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vious,  to  be  expected,  and  we  can  challenge  it.  The  reaction  by  liberals, 
who  come  as  friends  offering  support,  is  deceptive  and  far  more  insid¬ 
ious,  and  has  taken  an  enormous  toll.  Many  women  find  it  hard  to 
resist  the  promise  of  a  caring,  equal  relationship  with  a  sympathetic 
man.  Others  have  been  moved  by  the  possibility  that  men  also  suffer 
from  their  brand  of  sex-role  conditioning,  and  some  have  come  to  be¬ 
lieve  that  males  and  females  offend  and  are  victimized  equally.  The 
myth  of  equal  opportunity  in  this  so-called  postfeminist  era  is  particu¬ 
larly  harmful  to  younger  women  who,  led  to  believe  that  they  have 
been  born  into  a  free  society,  blame  themselves  for  what  they  must 
endure  in  this  real,  sex-biased  world.  In  addition,  each  day  we  are 
inundated  with  media  messages  from  talk-show  experts,  news  report¬ 
ers,  advertisers,  pop  psychologists,  and  sociologists;  all  write  us  off  as 
a  passing  trend.  Yet  we  exist  and  we  persist. 

Throughout  the  cities  of  this  country,  pockets  of  feminist  activity  can 
be  found  in  centers  for  victims  of  rape,  incest,  child  sexual  abuse,  and 
family  violence.  Women  are  organized  to  deal  with  birth  control,  abor¬ 
tion,  teen-age  pregnancy,  child  care,  sex  education,  pornography,  the 
media,  legislation,  women's  poverty,  and  women's  health.  They  fight 
discrimination  against  lesbians  and  women  athletes;  they  fight  in  the 
work  place,  in  the  courts,  in  prisons,  in  schools  and  in  universities. 
Just  because  the  media  have  chosen  to  promote  the  liberal  backlash 
does  not  mean  that  we  are  defeated;  just  because  they  choose  to  ignore 
feminist  activism  does  not  mean  that  we  have  been  erased.  We  need 
to  explain  this  backlash  in  terms  of  its  defensive  reaction  against  wom¬ 
en's  strength  and  determination.  A  more  positive  definition  is  needed 
to  validate  our  undefeated  existence. 

According  to  Roget's  Thesaurus ,  the  synonyms  for  backlash  are 
"counteraction"  and  "recoil."  Some  alternative  usages  for  counterac¬ 
tion  are  opposing  causes,  action  and  reaction,  antipathy,  antagonism, 
defense,  neutralizing,  cancelling  out,  repression,  and  suppression. 
Synonyms  for  recoil  are  to  spring  back  in  revulsion,  shrink,  and  flinch, 
but  also  listed  are  backlash  and  retaliate  (Robert  Dutch,  1962).  Funk 
and  Wagnall's  Modern  Guide  to  Synonyms  tells  us  that  recoil  can  imply 
"the  subject  has  gone  along  with  a  situation  as  long  as  possible  but 
stops  short,  calling  a  halt  out  of  .  .  .  anger"  (S.  Hayakawa,  1968: 
p.  152).  Yes:  The  subject  (the  liberals)  have  gone  along  with  the  situa¬ 
tion  (the  women's  movement)  but  stopped  short  in  anger  when  staunch 
women  did  not  comply  with  the  subject's  (the  liberals')  program  to 
render  us  ineffective.  The  Random  House  Dictionary  of  English  Language 
says  that  recoil  can  mean  "to  fly  back  as  a  consequence  of  force  and 
impact"  (Jess  Stern  and  Lawrence  Urdang,  1973).  Yes.  Uncompro¬ 
mised  women  have  triggered  the  lashing  out  against  the  steadfast  force 
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and  impact  of  the  women's  movement.  Why  not  then  select  a  combi¬ 
nation  of  these  usages  to  formulate  our  own  definition?  For  example: 
(a)  Liberal  backlash:  The  hostile  counteraction  resulting  from  frustrated 
liberal  attempts  to  neutralize  the  force  and  impact  of  a  particular  radical 
group  or  movement,  (b)  Reaction:  behavior  of  male  liberationists  who 
balk  and  become  openly  antagonistic  when  female  liberationists  reject 
them  as  allies,  (c)  Action:  Acrimonious  backlash  against  the  women's 
movement  resulting  from  failed  attempts  by  progressives  to  neutralize 
women's  demands  for  radical  change. 

The  survival  of  women's  movements  is  founded  on  periodic  revolts 
by  women  over  the  centuries.  Their  persistent  demand  for  liberation 
has  given  us  a  history,  an  identity  as  full  human  beings,  and  hope  for 
a  nonbiased  future.  Our  history,  identity,  and  hope  consolidate  us  as 
an  ongoing  force.  The  many  faces  of  backlash  substantiate  the  truth 
that  feminism  is  not  dead,  cannot  be  ignored,  is  effective,  has  a  steady 
impact,  and  that,  one  way  or  another,  it  will  win. 

REFERENCES 

Dutch,  Robert  A.,  ed.  (1962).  Roget's  thesaurus,  Rev.  ed.  New  York:  St.  Martin's  Press. 
Farrell,  Warren.  (1975).  The  liberated  man.  New  York:  Bantam  Books. 

Farrell,  Warren.  “Gender."  Los  Angeles  Times.  (November,  1987). 

Goodman,  Ellen,  (1981).  At  large.  New  York:  Fawcett  Crest. 

Grant,  Toni.  (1988).  Being  a  woman.  New  York:  Random  House. 

Hayakawa,  S.  (1968).  Modern  guide  to  synonyms.  New  York:  Funk  and  Wagnall. 

Pleck,  Joseph  H.  and  Jack  Sawyer,  eds.  (1974).  Men  and  masculinity.  Englewood  Cliffs, 
New  Jersey:  Prentice-Hall. 

Stern,  Jess  and  Lawrence  Urdang,  eds.  (1973).  The  Random  House  dictionary  of  English 
language.  New  York:  Random  House. 


